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Abstract 


Critical  thinking  skills  are  required  by  strategic  leaders  to  solve  complex  problems  in  an 
environment  teeming  with  uncertainty  as  illustrated  in  the  latest  Quadrennial  Defense  Review 
(QDR).  More  often  than  not,  strategic  leaders  do  not  foster  those  critical  thinking  skills  until  later 
in  their  military  careers.  Past  chiefs  of  staff  across  the  Department  of  Defense  have  expressed 
concern  about  the  abilities  of  strategic  leaders  to  manage  multiple  tasks  simultaneously  while 
meeting  future  demands.  Often,  early  in  one’s  career,  junior  leaders  are  limited  with  thinking 
critically  due  to  their  experience  level,  time  span,  and  tapered  curriculum  of  the  Basic  Course 
and  Captain’s  Career  Course  (CCC).  The  curriculum  at  Command  and  General  Staff  Officer’s 
Course  (CGSOC)  and  the  War  College  includes  critical  thinking.  However,  it  is  less  than 
sufficient  for  collaring  the  complexity  of  the  full-spectrum  operating  environment.  Attendance  at 
the  CGSOC  and  the  various  War  Colleges  is  restricted  to  the  top  percentage  of  officers.  Thus,  the 
development  of  critical  thinking  skills  is  necessary  at  the  Basic  Course  and  CCC  since  all 
officers  will  attend  these  schools.  Investigation  of  the  phenomenon  indicates  that  the 
development  of  critical  thinking  skills  is  not  a  focus  at  the  Basic  Course  or  CCC. 

As  a  result,  the  Army  desires  to  explore  how  to  refine  the  Officer  Education  System 
(OES)  in  order  to  enhance  the  critical  thinking  skills  of  the  officer  corps  much  earlier  in  their 
careers?  To  answer  this  question,  a  qualitative  hermeneutic  inquiry  was  conducted  that  focused 
on  strategies  to  develop/improve  critical  thinking  skills  of  officers  at  the  Basic  Course  and  CCC. 
Three  conceptual  strands  guided  this  inquiry:  1)  The  Army’s  Officer  Education  System  (OES); 

2)  Critical  Thinking  Skills;  and  the  3)  Development  of  Critical  Thinking  Skills.  Documents  are 
the  only  source  of  data  and  content  analysis  was  used  to  code  the  documents  in  order  to  provide 
meaning  of  the  phenomenon  under  study. 


IV 


Four  major  themes  were  revealed  as  a  result  of  the  process:  1)  Creating  a  safe 
environment;  2)  Factors  associated  with  critical  thinking;  3)  Underprepared  Teachers;  and  4) 
Ineffective  Instructional  Practices.  Six  recommendations  were  formulated  as  a  result  of  the 
findings:  1)  Assign  a  complex  problem  to  members  of  the  Basic  and  Captain  Career  Course  for 
solutions;  2)  Provide  an  opportunity  for  officers  to  attend  civilian  classes  focused  on  developing 
critical  thinking  skills;  3)  Consider  reculturing  of  the  Army  in  order  to  facilitate  critical  thinking 
at  all  levels  of  war;  4)  Implement  research  based  strategies  within  this  study  at  the  Basic  Course 
and  CCC;  5)  Implement  teacher  development  to  facilitate  critical  thinking  skills;  and  6)  Conduct 
future  research  to  assess  the  value  of  Critical  Thinking  courses  at  the  Army’s  CGSOC  and  War 
College.  If  implemented,  the  recommendations  of  this  study  can  have  a  positive  effect  on  the 
likelihood  of  strategic  leaders  possessing  refined  critical  thinking  skills  capable  of  solving 
complex  problems  encountered  at  all  levels  of  war. 
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Introduction 


Critical  thinking  skills  are  required  by  strategic  leaders  to  solve  complex  problems. 
Stanlick  and  Strawser  suggest  that,  “concept  mapping  for  facts,  theories,  and  argument 
construction  is  one  of  the  ways  in  which  reasonable  approaches  to  complex  and  important  moral 
issues  are  achieved.”1  These  complex  problems  appear  in  a  byzantine  world  teeming  with 
uncertainty  which  Gerras  described  as  an  environment  marked  by  volatility,  uncertainty, 
complexity,  and  ambiguity  (VUCA).2  The  most  recent  Quadrennial  Defense  Review  (QDR) 
strengthened  this  assertion  declaring: 

challenges  to  our  many  allies  and  partners  around  the  globe  remain  dynamic  and 
unpredictable,  particularly  from  regimes  in  North  Korea  and  Iran.  Unrest  and  violence 
persists  everywhere,  creating  a  fertile  environment  for  violent  extremism  and  sectarian 
conflict,  especially  in  fragile  states,  stretching  from  the  Sahel  to  South  Asia,  and 
threatening  U.S.  citizens  abroad.3 

These  threats  illuminate  the  need  for  strategic  leaders  who  are  able  to  multi-task.  Browning 
proclaims  “strategic  leaders  must  be  able  to  negotiate,  develop  alternative  solutions,  enable 
others  to  act,  manage  conflict,  and  enhance  the  ability  to  persuade  and  influence  others.”4  In 
order  to  ensure  officers  are  able  to  do  these  tasks  earlier  within  their  careers,  a  refinement  of  the 
Officer  Education  System  (OES)  is  necessary. 

I’ve  divided  this  research  inquiry  into  four  sections.  The  first  section  provides  an 
overview  of  the  thesis,  the  problem,  the  purpose  of  this  study,  and  the  literature  review.  The 
overarching  question  and  sub  question  which  defines  the  purpose  of  this  inquiry  is  provided.  The 
second  section  of  this  study  centers  on  the  theoretical  framework,  which  as  suggested  by 
Maxwell,  pivots  on  the  “beliefs  and  assumptions  of  the  researcher,  concepts  and  theories, 
experiential  knowledge,  and  existing  literature.”5  The  conceptual  strands  binding  this  study  to 
theory  are:  1)  The  Army’s  OES;  2)  Critical  Thinking  Skills;  and  the  3)  Development  of  Critical 


Thinking  Skills.  The  tenets  that  support  my  line  of  reasoning  are  provided.  The  third  section 
covers  the  methodology  of  this  inquiry.  The  fourth  section  addresses  the  findings,  conclusion, 
and  recommendations.  Future  research  opportunities  exploring  the  phenomenon  under  study  are 
provided.  The  next  focus  is  on  the  problem  as  defined  within  this  inquiry. 

Thesis  Statement 

The  line  of  reasoning  for  this  study  is  simple.  Strategic  leaders  are  less  likely  to  possess 
refined  critical  thinking  skills  because  the  Professional  Military  Education  (PME)  curriculum 
does  not  develop  these  skills  to  influence  war  planning  and  outcomes.  This  phenomenon  is  best 
illustrated  within  the  current  Basic  and  Captain  Career  Course’s  (CCC)  curriculum,  the  Iraq  War, 
and  the  Afghanistan  War.  Each  year,  the  top  percentage  of  military  officers  receive  acceptance  to 
either  a  War  College  or  Command  and  General  Staff  Officer  Course  (CGSOC).  Although  the 
PME  curriculum  at  the  War  Colleges  and  CGSOC  address  some  critical  thinking  skills, 
additional  research  is  required  to  determine  the  relevance  for  military  officers. 

Strategic  leaders  are  expected  to  solve  complex  problems  which  require  strategic 
thinking,  specifically  the  ability  to  think  critically.  Critical  thinking  is  one  of  three  main 
components  of  strategic  thinking.  More  often  than  not,  leaders  do  not  foster  those  critical 
thinking  skills  until  later  in  their  military  careers.  For  many  years,  senior  leaders  of  the  Armed 
Forces  demonstrated  an  inability  to  think  strategically.  To  illustrate  this  point,  Allen  and  Woods 
declared  that,  “. .  .successive  service  chiefs  of  staff  across  the  Department  of  Defense  have 
lamented  the  lack  of  senior  leaders  who  understand  how  to  sustain  the  force  of  the  day  while 
preparing  to  meet  the  demands  of  the  future.”6  They  also  implied,  “that  senior  military  officers 
must  be  adept  at  advising  their  political  masters  on  national  policy,  developing  long  range 
military  strategy  to  support  policy,  and  managing  the  defense  enterprise.”7 
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Early  in  one’s  career,  junior  leaders  are  limited  with  thinking  critically  due  to  their 
experience  level,  time  span,  and  tapered  curriculum  of  the  Basic  and  CCC.  Critical  thinking 
skills  must  be  fostered  within  our  schoolhouse.  According  to  General  Dempsey,  “We  must  place 
students  into  situations  of  uncertainty  and  complexity  where  creativity,  adaptability,  critical 
thinking  and  independent,  rapid  decision-making  are  essential  elements.”8  Many  believe  in  order 
to  think  critically,  one  must  possess  substantial  knowledge  of  the  subject  matter.  Mason  citing 
McPeak  declared  one  must  possess  “substantial  knowledge  of  a  particular  discipline  before  one 
can  be  capable  of  critical  reasoning. .  ,”9  For  the  purpose  of  this  inquiry,  critical  reasoning  and 
reflective  thinking  are  interchangeable  with  critical  thinking.  Junior  officers  are  unable  to 
develop  the  ability  to  think  critically  due  to  their  rank  and  or  experience  level.  The  line  of 
reasoning  is  junior  officers  should  concentrate  on  obtaining  technical  and  tactical  abilities  instead 
of  questioning  theory  or  ideas. 

Ault  supports  this  assertion  claiming,  “many  will  argue  that  a  newly  commissioned 
officer  must  learn  his  job  [which]  . .  .is  to  develop  tactical  and  technical  competence  above  all 
else.”10  The  Army’s  PME  curriculum  does  not  facilitate  the  development  of  critical  thinking 
skills.  This  study  centers  on  the  Basic  Course  and  CCC.  Again,  I  use  Ault  to  illustrate  this  point. 
Ault,  in  his  monograph  for  the  School  of  Advance  Military  Studies,  critically  scolds  the  Career 
Course  and  its  privation  for  developing  critical  thinkers.  Ault  writes,  “these  and  the  other  listed 
tasks  [maintaining  a  disciplined  command  climate,  administering  the  Uniform  Code  of  Military 
Justice  (UCMJ),  and  executing  the  unit’s  assigned  mission]  represent  a  clear  focus  on  training  to 
task  rather  than  truly  educating  for  life  and  critical  reasoning.”11  As  junior  officers  progress 
through  the  ranks,  they  are  less  likely  to  build  upon  those  critical  thinking  skills  required  to 
tackle  complex  problems  as  described  earlier  within  this  inquiry. 
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Consequently,  the  strategic  leader  is  less  than  prepared  to  properly  execute  his  or  her 
duties  as  expressed  by  frustrated  past  chiefs  of  staffs.  The  army  officer  education  system  does 
not  concentrate  on  the  development  of  critical  thinking  within  an  officer’s  career.  Critical 
thinking  skills  are  required  of  strategic  leaders  in  order  to  solve  complex  problems  routinely 
encountered  at  the  strategic  level  of  war.  The  Basic  and  Career  Course  curricula  centers  on 
training  for  tasks  as  opposed  to  critical  reasoning  to  solve  complex  problems  at  all  levels  of  war. 
The  lack  of  critical  thinking  skills  was  evident  in  the  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  Wars  which  supports 
the  need  to  begin  the  focus  of  critical  reasoning  much  earlier  in  an  officer’s  career. 

The  purpose  of  this  inquiry  was  to  explore  the  Army’s  OES  and  conclude  its  ability  to 
develop  critical  thinking  skills  earlier  in  an  officer’s  career.  The  overarching  question  is:  How 
should  the  Army  refine  the  OES  to  enhance  critical  thinking  skills  of  officers  much  earlier  in 
their  careers?  Two  sub-questions  were  addressed: 

1)  How  can  the  Army  implement  critical  thinking  within  the  Basic  Course  and 
CCC  curriculum? 

2)  What  support  from  leadership  will  be  required  in  order  to  promote  critical 
thinking  at  all  levels  of  war? 

This  inquiry  applies  a  qualitative  approach  to  explore  this  phenomenon.  Creswell  defines 
qualitative  research  as  the  study  of  research  problems  inquiring  into  the  meaning  individuals  and 
groups  ascribe  to  a  social  or  human  problem.12  The  subsequent  section  outlines  the  literature  that 
undergird  the  need  for  critical  thinking  skills  followed  by  the  methodology,  discussion  of 
findings,  questions  guiding  this  inquiry  and  recommendations  for  introducing  critical  thinking 
skills  earlier  in  an  officer’s  career. 
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Literature  Review 


Overview  of  the  Army’s  Officer  Education  System  (OES) 

The  PME  is  designed  to  address  the  educational  needs  of  military  officers  and  enlisted 
personnel.  The  majority  of  the  services  partitioned  their  Officer  PME  into  the  following  schools: 
the  Basic  Course  (Lieutenants),  the  Career  Course  (Captains),  the  Command  and  Staff  School 
(Majors)  and  the  War  College  (Lieutenant  Colonels  -  Colonels)  with  each  responsible  for 
preparing  the  officer  to  assume  his  or  her  assigned  role.  In  this  section,  an  overview  of  the 
Army’s  OES  is  provided  that  suggest  alteration  to  the  Basic  Course  and  CCC  curriculum  to 
develop  and/or  improve  an  officer’s  critical  thinking  skills.  Later,  these  core  curricula  are 
explored  in  greater  detail. 

The  United  States  Army  provides  basic  education  for  Lieutenants  of  all  functional 
branches.  Lieutenants  attend  their  specific  basic  school  prior  to  arrival  at  a  duty  location.  For 
example,  Sustainers  attend  Fort  Lee,  Virginia  for  approximately  sixteen  weeks  of  training  while 
Infantry  officers  attend  the  Infantry  Basic  Officer  Leadership  Course  (IBOLC)  at  Fort  Benning, 
Georgia.  Upon  promotion  to  Captain,  officers  attend  CCC  to  prepare  for  company  command  and 
tactical  planning  responsibilities. 

At  the  CGSOC,  sister  services  routinely  attend  the  course.  The  Army’s  CGSOC  is 
located  at  Fort  Leavenworth,  Kansas  and  is  reserved  for  officers  in  the  rank  of  major.  Lastly,  the 
Army  War  College  is  located  at  Carlisle  Barracks  and  is  a  ten  month  program.  As  stated 
previously,  critical  thinking  is  included  into  the  curriculum  at  CGSOC  and  the  War  College. 
However,  I  theorize  it  is  less  than  sufficient  for  collaring  the  complexity  of  the  full-spectrum 
operating  environment  as  noted  by  Straus,  Shanley,  Crowley,  Yeung,  Bana,  and  Leuschner. 
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Tilghman  reinforces  this  idea  stating,  “Many  military  experts  have  criticized  the  Defense 
Department’s  network  of  professional  military  education  institutions.  He  also  states  that, 
“assignments  at  some  schools  were  considered  cushy  posts  that  gave  troops  time  to  focus  on 
family  and  networking  at  the  expense  of  academic  development.”13  Tilghman  quoted  Richard 
Kohn,  a  military  history  professor  at  the  University  of  North  Carolina  at  Chapel  Hill  who 
declared  that,  “the  heart  of  the  problem  is  that  too  many  of  our  officers  lack  a  rigorous  college 
education...  the  better  graduate  programs  are  more  rigorous  than  the  war  colleges  and  the  staff 
colleges.”14  Straus  et  al.  purport,  “the  complexity  of  the  full-spectrum  operating  environment 
means  the  U.S.  Army’s  education  system  must  increasingly  foster  adaptability  and  critical 
thinking  skills.”15  Thus,  I  deem  it  important  to  examine  the  phenomenon  of  critical  thinking 
skills. 

Critical  Thinking  Skills 

Paul  and  Elder  define  critical  thinking  as  “the  art  of  thinking  about  your  thinking  while 
you  are  thinking  in  order  to  make  your  thinking  better:  more  clear,  more  accurate,  or  more 
defensible.”16  The  lack  of  critical  questioning  and  or  critical  thinking  skills  renders  the  military 
less  prepared  to  deal  with  complex  problems.  I  use  the  lack  of  a  political  strategy  to  deal  with 
Sadam  Hussein  during  the  invasion  to  underscore  this  assertion.  Bacevich,  Diehl,  Hayden, 
Laqueur,  O’Sullivan,  Perle,  Rieff,  and  Wolfowitz  claim  that  “for  years  before  9/1 1  made 
invasion  our  only  option  in  Iraq,  we  failed  to  develop  a  political  strategy  for  dealing  with 
Hussein.  And  for  years  after  Baghdad  fell,  we  compounded  that  failure  as  occupiers.”17  Although 
the  political  strategy  is  a  responsibility  of  our  civilian  leadership,  our  strategic  military 
leaders/analysts  should  have  identified  the  ambiguity  and  hounded  our  civilian  leaders  for 
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answers.  This  is  a  shortfall  within  planning;  a  lack  of  critical  thinking  and  or  questioning. 
Clausewitz  notes  that, 

when  whole  communities  go  to  war  -  whole  peoples,  and  especially  civilized  peoples  - 
the  reason  always  lies  in  some  political  situation,  and  the  occasion  is  always  due  to  some 
political  object. .  .that  war  is  not  merely  an  act  of  policy  but  a  true  political  instrument,  a 
continuation  of  political  intercourse,  carried  on  with  other  means.18 

Hence,  the  political  strategy  should  have  been  understood.  Critical  questioning  or  probing,  a 

result  of  critical  thinking,  would  have  ensured  a  viable  political  strategy.  Moore  purported, 

“critical  thinking  involves  asking  critical  questions  that  will  lead  to  a  sound  conclusion,  thus, 

resulting  in  a  sound  decision.”19  Critical  questioning  is  an  essential  element  of  planning.  Stanlick 

and  Strawser  citing  the  prominent  philosopher  John  Dewey  wrote,  “thinking  is  inquiry, 

investigation,  turning  over,  probing  or  delving  into,  so  as  to  find  something  new  or  to  see  what  is 

already  known  in  a  different  light.  In  short,  it  is  questioning.”20  So  why  is  the  ability  to  think 

critically  important? 

Wallace  and  Jefferson  purport,  “the  ability  to  think  critically  contributes  to  successful 
problem  solving  and  decision  making  in  all  areas  of  life,  including  academic,  professional,  civic, 
and  even  interpersonal  relationship.”21  Gul,  Khan,  Ahmed,  Cassum,  Saeed,  and  Yasmin  declared, 
“CT  is  useful  to  analyze  complex  data,  evaluate  situations  and  actions,  and  implement  the  most 
appropriate  actions.”22  Many  believe  critical  thinking  skills  can  be  learned  or  developed.  So,  a 
discussion  centered  on  research  based  strategies  to  develop  critical  thinking  skills  is  warranted. 

Many  studies  have  been  conducted  on  how  to  develop  critical  thinking  skills.  The 
research  suggests  that  developing  critical  thinking  skills  should  start  at  the  elementary  and 
secondary  levels  in  schools  across  the  country.  Karabulut  in  his  historical  analysis  study  of  132 
articles  published  between  1977  and  2006  of  three  major  journals  concluded  that  “the  use  of 
classroom  discussions,  writing  activities,  and  questions  should  be  utilized  more  in  social  studies 
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classrooms  to  promote  critical-thinking.”23  Wallace  and  Jefferson  in  2015  conducted  a  study  of 
76  undergraduate  students  to  examine  the  effectiveness  of  using  exercises  to  develop  critical 
thinking  skills.  Twenty-five  of  the  seventy-six  participants  were  allowed  to  use  a  Critical 
Thinking  workbook  “specifically  designed  to  exercise  and  develop  critical  thinking  skills.”24 
Wallace  and  Jefferson  concluded  that  environments  can  be  specifically  designed  to  improve 
critical  thinking  skills  and  were  successful  in  doing  so.25 

According  to  Brookfield,  two  central  activities  must  occur:  identifying  and  challenging 
assumptions  and  exploring  alternative  ways  of  thinking  and  acting.26  Brookfield  describes  an 
environment  in  which  critical  thinking  thrives: 

1)  Diversity  and  divergence  would  be  accepted,  even  encouraged,  so  that  in  problem¬ 
solving  groups  there  would  be  no  attempts  to  bring  matters  to  some  form  of  artificial 
resolution. 

2)  Flexibility  of  format  and  direction  would  be  welcomed. 

3)  Risk  taking  and  spontaneity  would  be  valued. 

4)  Facilitators  would  model  openness  and  critical  analysis. 

5)  There  would  be  no  presumption  that  perfection  is  the  chief  characteristic  of  successful 
facilitation;  and 

6)  There  would  be  skepticism  of  final  answers.27 

In  addition  to  strategies  for  teaching  critical  thinking  skills,  instructional  design  programs  are 
helpful  to  improve  individual  competence.  Saiz,  Rivas,  and  Olivares  conducted  a  study  of  144 
first  year  Psychology  Students  attending  the  University  of  Salamanca  in  2015.  The  study 
concluded  that  the  instructional  design  program  known  as  ARDESOS  (Argumentation,  Decision, 
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and  Solving  of  problems  in  daily  Situations)  v.2  significantly  improved  the  critical  thinking  skills 
of  students.28 

Paul  and  Elder  identified  three  obstacles  to  critical  thinking  within  organizations:  1)  The 
Covert  Struggle  for  Power;  2)  Group  Definitions  of  Reality;  and  3)  The  Problem  of  Bureaucracy. 
In  regards  to  the  struggle  for  power,  the  authors  write,  “high  position  in  a  hierarchy  naturally 
leads  others  to  yield.  What  is  more,  there  is  an  incentive  in  most  stratified  groups  for  those  with 
superior  position  to  hold  the  view  that  their  thinking  is  superior  to  those  below  them.”29  To 
promote  critical  thinking,  leaders  must  allow  their  subordinates  to  think  without  fear  or 
intimidation.  Paul  and  Elder  recommend  organizations  must  “take  these  realities  into  account  to 
establish  a  culture  of  critical  thinking.”30  Bureaucracy  is  a  major  challenge  within  the  military. 
The  authors  purport  that  “with  bureaucracy,  narrowness  in  thinking  emerges.”31  Military  leaders 
should  minimize  bureaucracy  when  possible  in  an  attempt  to  facilitate  creative  thinking. 
Consequently,  a  reculturing  of  the  military  may  be  necessary  in  order  to  facilitate  and  promote 
critical  thinking. 

Next  a  discussion  of  the  Basic  Course  and  CCC’s  curriculum  and  the  Iraq  and 
Afghanistan  Wars  is  warranted.  The  basic  and  CCC  courses  do  not  focus  on  critical  thinking 
skills  which  ultimately  affect  the  leader’s  ability  to  think  critically  at  all  levels  of  war  as  evident 
in  the  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  wars. 

Basic  and  CCC  Curriculum 

The  Basic  and  Captain’s  Career  Course  curriculum  does  not  support  the  development  of 
critical  thinking  skills.  The  Infantry  Basic  Officer  Leadership  Course  illustrates  this  assertion. 
(See  Figure  1). 
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EVENT  STANDARD 

LEADERSHIP  ASSESSMENT 

POINT  VALUE 

Leadership  Assessment 

100 

Platoon  Trainer  Overall  Performance  and  Potential  Evaluation 

50 

TOTAL 

150 

COMPREHENSIVE  EXAMINATIONS 

IBOLC  Comprehensive  Exam 

100 

Combined  Arms  Exams  (CAID) 

50 

TOTAL 

150 

PHYSICAL  FITNESS 

Record  APFT 

100 

Five  mile  run 

25 

12  mile  foot  march 

25 

16  mile  tactical  foot  march 

GO/NO  GO 

TOTAL 

150 

TACTICAL 

Small  Unit  Operations  Quiz 

5 

Operational  Terms  &  Graphic  Quiz 

5 

Troop  Leading  Procedure  Exam 

30 

Defensive  Operations  Quiz 

10 

Urban  Operations  Quiz 

10 

Defense/Urban  Operations  Exam 

30 

COIN/Stability  Operations  Quiz 

10 

COIN/Stability  Operations  Exam 

30 

Reconnaissance  and  Security  Quiz 

10 

Combined  Arms  Maneuver  Exam 

30 

TOTAL 

170 

TECHNICAL 

Land  navigation 

40 

Training  Management  Quiz 

10 

STX  Lane  Development  PE 

10 

Tactical  Communications  Exam 

30 

Machine  Gunnery  Principles  and  Range  Card 

10 

Equipment  and  Vehicle  Identification  Exam 

30 

Develop  a  Platoon  Physical  Training  Plan 

10 

TOTAL 

140 

COMMUNICATION 

Effective  Writing  x  20  (20  points  each) 

40 

Oral  Operation  order  x  2  (100  points  each) 

200 

TOTAL 

240 

TOTAL  POINTS  AVAILBALE 

1000 

Figure  1.  Points  distribution  table:  Infantry  Basic  Officer  Course  (IBOLC)  Graduation 
Requirements:  3  SEP  2013. 
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After  analyzing  Figure  1,  it  is  clear  the  IBOLC  curriculum  is  focused  on  “training  to  task 

rather  than  truly  educating  for  life  and  critical  reasoning.”32  A  similar  conclusion  can  be  obtained 

at  the  Field  Artillery  Captain  Career  Course  (FACCC)  located  at  Fort  Sill  Oklahoma.  The  Field 

Artillery  School  provides  an  overview  of  the  Captain’s  Career  Course  explaining. 

Students  receive  instruction  on  leadership,  mission  command,  training  management, 
unified  land  operations  and  operations.  The  FA  tactical  and  technical  portion. .  .consist  of 
gunnery,  fire  support,  FA  battalion  operations,  battery  command,  and  advanced  fire 
support.33 

Obviously,  critical  thinking  skills  are  not  emphasized  within  the  curriculum.  Next,  I  deem  it 
important  to  discuss  the  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  wars  illustrating  the  need  for  critical  thinking 
skills. 

Operation  Iraqi  Freedom  (OIF)  and  Operation  Enduring  Freedom  (OEF) 

First  and  foremost,  the  military  has  performed  magnificently  during  OIF  and  OEF.  The 
military  did  everything  it  was  asked  to  do  and  then  some.  Not  appearing  critical  of  the  military, 
there  have  been  many  lessons  learned.  During  this  section  of  this  inquiry,  I  will  explore  those 
lessons  learned  as  viewed  through  the  lens  of  military  and  civilian  personnel  and  using  these 
wars  to  illustrate  the  need  for  sophisticated  critical  thinking  skills  capable  of  solving  complex 
problems.  Two  areas  are  the  focal  points  of  this  discussion:  insurgency  and  nation-building  and 
understanding  culture.  I  use  OIF  to  discuss  insurgency  and  nation-building  and  OEF  to  discuss 
the  understanding  of  culture.  The  lessons  learned  apply  to  both  operations  and  for  future  ones. 

An  insurgency  was  reasonable  to  assume  at  the  conclusion  of  both  wars.  The  lack  of 
government  and  the  inability  to  provide  the  basic  needs  such  as  sewage,  electricity,  and  schools, 
is  the  formula  for  an  insurgency.  The  military  had  anarchy  on  their  hands  with  no  plans  of  how 
to  assist  the  Iraqis  or  the  Afghanis  with  some  form  of  governance.  Zinni  and  Koltz  contended, 
“we  had  a  plan  for  Iraq,  but  not  a  plan  to  reconstruct  and  win  the  peace. .  .a  military  organization 
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that  could  defeat  the  enemy  but  not  an  organization  could  reconstruct  society.”34  Mockaitis 
strengthens  this  argument  stating, 

In  November  2005,  the  White  House  published  a  National  Strategy  for  Victory  in  Iraq,  its 
first  effort  to  articulate  a  comprehensive  approach  to  countering  the  2  1/2  -year-old 
insurgency.  The  long  delay  in  drafting  such  a  statement  testifies  to  an  inability  or 
unwillingness  to  recognize  the  nature  of  the  conflict  during  its  initial  phase.35 

It  appeared  to  be  a  lack  of  critical  thinking  as  noted  by  Zinni  and  Koltz,  who  declared  that 
“. .  .some  of  it  comes  from  our  failure  to  engage  in  basic  strategic  thinking.”36  Mockaitis  points 
out  the,  “lack  of  planning  for  an  insurgency  combined  with  the  shortage  of  troops  had  immediate 
repercussions  and  long-term  consequences.”37  Reinforcing  this,  Record  declared,  “Making 
matters  worse  was  the  Bush  administration’s  manifest  unpreparedness  to  deal  with  the  state¬ 
building  challenges  it  encountered  in  post-Baathist  Iraq,  most  notably  a  surprise  insurgency  that 
has  seemingly  stalemated  U.S.  military  power  there.”38  A  lot  of  the  responsibility  lies  with 
civilian  leadership;  however,  the  military  does  share  some  responsibility. 

In  an  interview  with  60  Minutes,  Gen  Zinni  declares,  “there  has  been  poor  strategic 
thinking  in  this  . . .  there  has  been  poor  operational  planning  and  execution  on  the  ground.”39 
Opponents  of  the  poor  operational  planning  argument  believe  the  military  was  not  allowed  to 
execute  because  of  Rumsfeld  and  other  civilians  leaders  and  will  align  with  General  Zinni,  who 
stated, 

I  blame  the  civilian  leadership  of  the  Pentagon  directly.  Because  if  they  were  given  the 
responsibility,  and  if  this  was  their  war  and  by  everything  that  I  understand,  they 
promoted  it  and  pushed  it  -  certain  elements  in  there  certainly  -  even  to  the  point  of 
creating  their  own  intelligence  to  match  their  needs,  then  they  should  bear  the 
responsibility.40 

It  is  well  known  that  military  leaders  were  concerned  about  troop  levels  and  Rumsfeld  directed  a 
leaner  force.  However,  if  one  values  Gen  Zinni ’s  latter  assertion,  one  must  give  validity  to  the 
first  assertion  that  there  was  a  lack  of  planning  at  the  operational  level.  Civilians  are  not 
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responsible  for  operational  planning;  military  leaders  are.  During  war,  it’s  important  to 

understand  the  culture  of  the  people  involved. 

The  military  did  not  have  a  grasp  of  the  realities  of  the  culture  of  the  Afghan  or  Iraqi 

people.  A  Chinese  analyst  provided  four  weaknesses  in  American  strategic  culture  one  of  which 

being  “a  lack  of  understanding  about  the  history  and  cultures  of  the  rest  of  the  world.”41  The 

Afghan  culture  is  antedated  with  corruption  and  it  was  apparent  daily  as  my  Battalion  oversaw 

the  Host  Nation  Trucking  contract  valued  at  over  2  billion  dollars.  Tierney  remarked, 

The  principal  contract  supporting  the  U.S.  supply  chain  in  Afghanistan  is  called  Host 
Nation  Trucking,  a  $2.16  billion  contract  split  among  eight  Afghan,  American,  and 
Middle  Eastern  companies. .. [responsible]  for  providing  trucking  for  over  70  percent  of 
the  total  goods  and  materiel  distributed  to  U.S.  troops  in  the  field,  roughly  6,000  to  8,000 
truck  missions  per  month.42 

According  to  Tierney,  “the  HNT  contract  fuels  warlordism,  extortion,  and  corruption,  and  it  may 
be  a  significant  source  of  funding  for  insurgents.”43  Tierney  declared  “the  Department  of 
Defense  has  been  largely  blind  to  the  potential  strategic  consequences  of  its  supply  chain 
contingency  contracting.”44  Again,  questioning  or  probing  would  have  highlighted  this 
deficiency. 

As  mentioned,  one  of  the  responsibilities  in  Afghanistan  was  to  oversee  and  execute  the 
National  Afghan  Trucking  (NAT)  or  as  noted  by  Tierney,  the  Host  Nation  Trucking  contract.  At 
the  time  (2014)  the  contract  consisted  of  more  than  16  companies.  Corruption  occurred  daily. 
American  vehicles  were  confiscated  for  profit  and  interrogated  for  vulnerabilities.  The  military 
frequently  negotiated  the  retrieval  of  equipment.  Many  of  the  convoys  were  led  by  local  national 
security  forces  who  intentionally  escorted  convoys  into  the  kill  zone.  Many  local  nationals  who 
simply  were  trying  to  earn  a  living  were  massacred.  Corruption  is  not  isolated  to  just  the  trucking 
contract;  it  is  obvious  within  other  commodities  such  as  electricity.  Chatterjee  asserted, 
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Indeed,  the  tale  of  the  “reconstruction”  of  Kabul’s  electricity  supply  is  a  classic  story  of 
how  foreign  aid  has  often  served  to  line  the  pockets  of  both  international  contractors  from 
the  donor  countries  and  the  local  political  elite.45 

It  is  clear  critical  thinking  skills,  specifically  questioning  or  probing,  would  have  revealed  the 

potential  for  corruption.  Planners  should  have  known  about  warlordism  within  the  Afghan 

culture.  Zinni  and  Koltz  posit  that,  “One  destabilizing  factor  in  Afghanistan  is  warlordism.  The 

country  has  been  prone  to  warlordism  throughout  its  history.”46  If  the  military  truly  understood 

the  culture,  it  would  be  reasonable  to  assume  corruption,  warlordism,  and  antics  as  described 

above  were  possible  within  a  culture  where  corruption  is  a  way  of  life. 

Operation  Anaconda  is  an  example  in  which  probing  or  questioning  may  have  revealed  a 

larger  fighting  force  of  insurgents,  a  needed  robust  indirect  fire  capability,  and  better  enemy 

intelligence.  Fieri,  Howard,  Hukill,  and  Searle  report,  “over  time,  intelligence  estimates  of  actual 

enemy  strength  varied  significantly  and  the  numbers  did  not  seem  to  be  adjudicated  during 

planning.”47  They  continued  stating,  “initially  Task  Force  Mountain  was  not  designated  a  joint 

task  force  which  led  to  joint  planning  problems.”48  The  operation  occurred  on  1  -  18  March  2002 

in  the  Shahi  Kot  Valley,  Paktika  Province  Afghanistan.  Although  the  US  won  this  operation, 

probing  may  have  resulted  in  a  smoother  operation  and  a  reduction  in  loss  of  life. 

In  summary,  the  basic  and  CCC  courses  do  not  focus  on  critical  thinking  skills  which 

ultimately  affect  the  leader’s  ability  to  think  critically  at  the  strategic  level  of  wars  as  evident  in 

the  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  wars.  In  short,  strategic  leaders  are  less  likely  to  possess  refined  critical 

thinking  skills  because  the  PME  curriculum  does  not  develop  skills  to  influence  war  planning 

and  outcomes.  This  study  was  design  to  explore  this  line  of  reasoning. 
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Methodology 


The  theoretical  tradition  of  hermeneutics  was  used  as  a  design  element  of  this  study. 
Stanlick  and  Strawer  define  hermeneutic  as  the  art  of  interpretation.49  Documents  are  the  only 
source  of  data.  I  used  content  analysis  for  the  documents  to  make  meaning  of  phenomenon  under 
study.  Grbich  describes  content  analysis  as  a  systemic  coding  and  categorizing  approach  which 
you  can  use  to  unobtrusively  explore  large  amounts  of  textual  information  in  order  to  ascertain 
the  trends  and  patterns  of  words  used,  their  frequency,  their  relationships  and  the  structures  and 
discourses  of  communication.”50  In  addition,  coding  the  data  is  necessary  to  explore  “major 
categories  of  information.”51 

Documents  used  came  from  the  search  engine  on  the  Air  University’s  Muir  S.  Fairchild 
Research  Information  Center  website.  I  chose  to  use  research-based  peer-reviewed  literature 
centered  on  instructional  practices  for  the  development  of  critical  thinking  skills.  The  majority  of 
the  literatures  are  readily  available  for  use.  The  documents  were  coded  using  the  process 
described  by  Miles  and  Huberman.  Blanding  writes,  “Miles  and  Huberman  identify  three  classes 
of  codes:  descriptive,  interpretive,  and  pattern  codes.  They  described  descriptive  and  interpretive 
codes  as  attributing  a  class  of  phenomena  to  a  segment  of  text  and  pattern  codes  as  being 
inferential  and  explanatory.”52  The  use  of  open  coding  was  essential  to  analyze  the  data.  Grbich 
declares,  “open  coding  involves  word  by  word,  line  by  line  analysis  questioning  the  data  in  order 
to  identify  concepts  and  categories  which  can  then  be  dimensionalised  (broken  apart  further).”53 
By  the  use  of  descriptive  codes,  I  grouped  the  data  by  unity  to  develop  interpretive  codes  which 
led  to  themes  bestowing  meaning  to  the  phenomenon. 

There  are  several  limitations  to  this  study.  For  qualitative  research,  the  use  of  a  variety  of 
data  sources  preserves  the  validity  and  reliability  of  the  study.  This  is  known  as  triangulation, 
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more  specifically  data  triangulation  which  Patton  defined  as  “the  use  of  a  variety  of  data  sources 
in  a  study.”54  Patton  purports  “triangulation  strengthens  a  study  by  combining  methods.”55 
Documents  are  the  only  source  of  data  for  this  study  consequently  forming  a  limitation.  Patton 
posits  that  “documents  and  records  also  have  limitations.  They  may  be  incomplete  or 
inaccurate,”56  hence  generating  another  limitation.  A  third  limitation  is  the  assumption 
instructors  will  have  access  to  the  research  and  will  use  it  for  class  preparation.  An  external 
observer  was  used  in  an  attempt  to  override  the  researcher’s  potential  biases. 

Discussion  of  Findings 

The  intent  of  this  hermeneutical  qualitative  study  was  to  explore  the  Army’s  OES  to 
enhance  critical  thinking  skills  earlier  in  an  officer’s  career.  Documents  were  the  only  source  of 
data.  Content  analysis  applied  in  this  study  aided  in  gaining  meaning  of  the  phenomenon  by 
identifying  four  relevant  themes:  1)  Creating  a  safe  environment;  2)  Factors  associated  with 
critical  thinking;  3)  Underprepared  Teachers;  and  4)  Ineffective  Instructional  Practices. 

Creating  a  safe  environment  was  referenced  20  times  within  the  documents.  I  define  this 
theme  as  an  environment  free  of  criticism  facilitating  student  exploration.  Students  must  feel  safe 
and  free  from  judgment  in  order  to  think  critically.  Gul  et  al.  purport,  “a  learning  environment 
that  is  affirmative,  constructive  and  rewarding  is  likely  to  foster  thinking.”57  Factors  associated 
with  critical  thinking  were  referenced  several  times  within  the  research.  Factors  consisted  of 
questioning  and  or  probing  which  resulted  in  “sound  conclusion”  as  noted  by  Moore.  I  define 
this  theme  as  the  use  of  questioning  or  probing  to  ensure  the  best  plan  is  presented.  Moore  posits, 
“Critical  thinking  involves  asking  critical  questions  that  will  lead  to  a  sound  conclusion,  thus 
resulting  in  a  sound  decision.”58  The  theme,  underprepared  teachers,  was  quoted  26  times  within 
the  research.  I  define  this  theme  as  teachers  untrained  in  developing  student’s  critical  thinking 
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skills.  Teachers  must  be  responsible  for  developing  critical  thinking  which  is  best  described  by 
Kyle  Moore  when  he  stated  that, 

the  instructor  is  responsible  for  harmonizing  critical  thinking,  decision-making,  and  adult 
learning  in  that  they  must  create  a  learning  environment  that  fosters  a  desire  in  adult 
learners  to  recognize  the  need  for  critical  thinking.59 

The  last  theme,  ineffective  instructional  practices,  was  referenced  46  times  within  the 
research.  I  define  this  theme  as  instructional  practices  that  are  useless  for  developing  critical 
thinking  skills.  The  research  supports  the  use  of  problem-based  learning,  writing  reflective 
journals,  role-playing,  concept  mapping,  debates,  discussion,  and  cooperative  learning  to 
promote  critical  thinking.  The  next  section  includes  several  recommendations  as  a  result  of  the 
findings. 

Conclusion  and  Recommendations 

This  qualitative  project  explored  the  possibilities  for  refining  the  Army’s  OES.  The 
overarching  question  that  guides  this  inquiry  was:  How  should  the  Army  refine  the  Officer 
Education  System  to  enhance  the  critical  thinking  skills  much  earlier  in  their  careers?  Two  sub¬ 
questions  were  addressed: 

1)  How  can  the  Army  implement  critical  thinking  within  OES  curriculum? 

2)  What  support  from  leadership  will  be  required  in  order  to  promote  critical 
thinking  at  the  tactical,  operational,  and  strategic  levels  of  war? 

This  inquiry  centered  on  documents  to  provide  meaning  of  the  phenomenon  which  revealed  four 
themes:  1)  Creating  a  safe  environment;  2)  Factors  associated  with  critical  thinking;  3) 
Underprepared  Teachers;  and  4)  Ineffective  Instructional  Practices.  If  implemented,  the 
recommendations  of  this  study  can  have  a  positive  effect  on  the  likelihood  of  strategic  leaders 
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possessing  refined  critical  thinking  skills  capable  of  solving  complex  problems  encountered  at 
the  strategic  level  of  war. 

First  Recommendation:  Charge  Functional  Chiefs,  i.e.,  the  Chief  of  Transportation  and 
the  Quartermaster  General  to  name  a  few,  to  select  functional  problems  related  to  their  specific 
branch/function  and  assign  to  members  of  the  Basic  and  CCC  for  recommendation. 

Second  Recommendation:  Provide  Soldiers  an  opportunity  to  attend  civilian  classes 
focused  on  developing  critical  thinking  skills.  Partner  with  a  local  university  or  one  that  has  a 
habitual  relationship  established  with  the  military.  I  do  not  recommend  using  distance  learning  in 
this  case. 

Third  Recommendation:  There  must  be  future  research  to  assess  the  value  of  CGSOC 
and  War  College’s  critical  thinking  courses. 

Fourth  Recommendation:  Implement  effective  teacher  workshops  centered  on  how  to 
develop  critical  thinking  skills. 

Fifth  Recommendation:  Use  research  based  strategies,  some  of  which  are  presented  in 
this  study,  as  a  tool  to  guide  a  revision  of  the  curriculum  at  the  Basic  and  CCC. 

Sixth  Recommendation:  To  answer  sub-question  2,  apply  the  research  strategies 
provided  within  this  study  during  planning  sessions.  Additionally,  minimize  bureaucracy  when 
possible  and  allow  subordinates  to  think  without  fear  and  intimidation.  A  reculturing  of  the 
Army  is  necessary. 
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